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This Research study was designed to examine the 
attitudes of preschool children toward the disaiDle4, evaluate the 
^children's awareness §Lnd understanding of ^hysic^Sl impairment^ and 
examine the possibility qf modifyin^g preschool children's attitudes 
tow^ards disabled children. Subjects were* 102 children, 3--5 years of 
age, enrolled in prefechools or day care centers. Children were asked 



to select their favorite toy from a set of six photographs. They were 
then shown one of four p&otographs of another, same-sex child (boy or 
girl in regular ch^i^r or bay or girl wHeelchair) • children were 
told th^t toy prefer*^npes of the. pictured' child were either similar 
of disirailar to their own, or they were told nothing concerning toy 
pref erences.^^While , viewing the photograplTs, subjects were*, asked 
qu6sti<^n& de'signed to ^'determine their (1) affinity for-t^tl^^^ • , 

photographed, child; (2)^ assessfflfent ofNthe child's ability;^ and (3) 
perception of the attitudes of their parents,' teachers, . or fri^nd^ 
towards the subject's playing with the photographed child. Subjects 
shown disabled children weXe also questioned to deter mi;ie t&eir 
comprehension of " disability . ^ Results indicated that a shift^from lack 
of understanding of disability to understanding occurs between 3 and 
4 years of ^ge; but' that understanding of a disability does not 
produce the negative attitujies towards the disabled that ar.e found in 
older children. (Ep") ' ^ . * • 
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Ail EXAMINATldl-I OF PUE-SCHOOL CHILDREN'S * ' ' • 

- / 

- • ATTITUDES ^TOWARD TIffi PHYSICALLY BAHDICAPPED . 

' >^ ^ - , ' 

Nancy Weiiibferg^shfer ' 
University of Illinois ^ , • , 

T!ie existence of negative attitudes toward the physically handicapped has 
^ been well documented (Asher,^^ 1974;-^McDaniel, 1970^.JWrlght , I960), Research 
suggests that negative attitudes tbward the*disabled develop at a young, age. 
.Richardson (1970) found thaf: children as young as Hrst grade consistently ] 



favor children without handicaps to children with handicaps. The' present 
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research examined the attitudfes toward disability of an even younger ap;e group,, 
prc-school childreir aged three to" five, ^ ^ 

' Previous 'rgsqarcK on attitudes 3chool-age chil<IFen toward the disabled 

^ • - * V , . \ ' 

used a rank order technique (Richardson, 1970; Goodman, Dornbus'ch, RlchardBon^ 
and Hastorf , 1963; Richardson, Hastorf, Goodman, and Dornbus'clj, 1961). Children 
ordered a series o£ six drawings of children from most preferrea. to least 

: t ' •' ■ . ^ . 

preferred.. In five of the drawings, the 'ciiildren had various physical 
hancjicaps and in on^ the child was without a handicap. This procedure has ^ 

worked v;.ell with child3?en over six, however, Richardson (197.0) has questioned 

f ' . ! , ' . , ^ 

its usefulness* with five to six year olds sincd a number -of children at this 
age level do not fully undei:fetand'-vt;he task\ ^ , ' ^ 

Accordingly, a somewhat different assessment procedure was developed for 
this research. Children were 8h?*-n a ^jicture of either a p^.me-ocx, ablexbodred 
child, sitting in a regular chair (able-bodied condition) or 'the sana chxlu 

sitting in a wheelchair (jjisabled condition)* They were then askeJ .a scries 

f ^ 

of questions to assess their attitudes tov.ard the picture4 child. Each question 
was responded to with either yes or no. 
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-The present research aJ:so^ attempted to evaluate the child's avarenc&s of 
and luiderytanding of physical inipaim\ent. The question of , children 'n under- 

6tanding**of disability hOT not ,beer* a concern in earlier studies. It has alvays 

*■ ' * . 

.been assumed that schSbl age and older populations had an awareness of the 

meaning of disability. However, in this research with pre-schoolers, an 

eva3.ua tion was made of' the child's co.-^ ^ehension of disability* Children in the 

disabled condition were asked ^Several questions aimed at determining trielr 

knowledge of the wheelchair's name and fi\action. . 

Finally, .the research examined whether pre,-school cl^ldren's attituoel^ 

tpward the disabled could be modified by varying the perceiS^e^ similarity of 

the disabled child. Byrne (196l\ has theorized^that attraction toward an 

indJ.vidual increases as petceived simila^rity to the individual increases. 

Stuv'les by Byrne ^nd others have repeatedly found support for this hypothec "Is 

with adults (Byrne,' 1969) . In a study by Byrne and Griffitt (1966) the 

^similarity-attraction model held for children in fourth to eighth grf^.les 13 

.well. Asher (1974) applied the sL..:l:.rity-attraction model to adult attitudes . 

tov/ard the disabled. In the^ Asher study, attraction toward a <iisablcd perr-'^n 

was increased by increasing the peict-ivcd attitudinal similarity of the dL'^jbled 

/ 

person* ^ ^ ' 

In the current research the degree to ;;hich the pictured , child had similar 
intetcfLS to th2 cubjjpct was varied. Children's interest iri various toys was 
assessed. Children were then told that the pictured child either liked the 
toys he/she liked (similar intercs-tn ctnVlition) , di-slihed the toys he/she 
lil^d (dissimilar interests condition), or r.cld nothing about the p.lctur'^. \ 
child's interest in toys (no Interest in.^orraatioh condition). An 2x3 (Physical 
Condition x Interest Similarity) factoral design w£?s thus used) v;ith pli;:::ical 



condition having two levels, able-bodied and disabled, and intc-cst similarity 

having three levels, similar interca c J dissimilar interests, and no interest 

t * • ' 

iriformation, , . 

S ubjects ' , 

Participants were 53 boys and 49 girls, ranging in age from three to five. 



•There were 26 three year olds, 53 four year olds,^and 23^ five year olds*. The 



cliiidren came from two day care centers and one pre-school center in the 
Champaign-Urbana, Illinois area. The socioreconomic level of the children was 
generally middle and upper-rmiddle ciass. Eleven of the 102 children were 
non-white*' , , . , 

Stim ulus Material ' ^ 

- — I ■ I ■ I. — 4 

Four photographs were taken:^ (a) a four year old able-bodied girl sittl:?g 
in a regulaii chair, (b) the same glxl in a wheelchair, (c) a four year old 
able-bodied boy in a regular chair, and (d) the same boy in a wheelchair • In 
each of the four pictures the child had a slight smile and was facing forward. 

To assess whether the facQS of tie boy and* girl were equally attrac^tive, 
18 a(Jult judges, 10 wompn and 8 men, rated their "attractiveness. Each jud'^e 
was randomly assigned one boy and ont: girl to rate. Framed were placed over the 
photographs so only the child*s head was visible. In' this way, the judges 
rated only the child *s facial attractiveness and^ere not awai-e that some of 
the ch'ildren4,were*ln wheelchairs and .that soma were hot. Ratings w^re dona on^ 
a 1 to 5 scale from not attractii^e 'to very attractive. 

^ Multiple t-tests, tevealed -that the mean attractiveness scores rccel^'(?d by 
the ctiildren in the four photogr^.^iS were not significantly different from each 
other. Two pictures received exactly the same rating of 4. CO, the third obtained 
k rating o^ 4.11 and the fourth a rat;ag of 4,22. These ratings indlcafe that 
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adults pe.r<;eived all-vehe children as between somewhat attractive and very 



attractive. 
Procedure 



"Before testing, the experimenter* (a female graduate assistant spent 
approximately our hours in each center getting to know the children and having 
* the children become familiar with her. After stratifying on a^e and sex, 
^children were randomly assigned to one of the six pxpetimentai conditions. 

Children were then individually tested.^ 

' ? ' ' ' ^ • ^ 

At the start of testing, chil,dr< were given. several sample yes/no quentJ^: 

to be surfe they understood this type of question and, could answer both yes and 
no. Next, ^the experimenter showed each child a series of six photographs 
including a truck, doll, tools, teddy bear, cards, and a' cat. For each item 
.the child was asked whether he/sh|j7o^^ like to play wiiali it (e.g,. , Do ycu like 
to play with truclcs?)' , • , 

^ Children in the able-bodied condition .were then shown a child of their own 

sex»sitting in a regular chair. Those in the disability conditio^ were shown 
the child of their own sex sitting .in a wheelchair. ^ In the similar interests . 
condition Qliildren ^re told that the pictured chiijdJJ^ed the things th'^y 
lik¥d with the first three items they 3 iked being named (e.g., He/^iie^ J^kes the 
things you like. He/she likps to ^lay withj:rucks, tools* and cards). In the 
dissimilar interests condition children were told that the pei?gon in the 
picture didn\t like the things that they enjoyed with thc^firsr three item^ 
they liked being named (e.g.. He/she does not\.ike £o plax/^ith trucks, tools 
or cards) . Children in the ,no information Condition were simply shown the 
pictured child and. told nothing about the child's interes^ts. 

While looking at the picture the children were asked to, evaluate the 4' 
plljot-ographed child ou a liking raessurp., abUlfty measure, cinrinc wq^'^'ra, and 



Influence, measure. The liking measure consisted of the following questions; 

(a) Would you like to play with'thlB child at the cdnter? (b) Would you like 

* 

^ play with this child at home? and (c) Would you like to play with this child 
in the park? For the sharing measure, participants were shown a picture of: 
(a) bldcks, (b) bopks and (c) puzzles. For each picture they wer^ asked whether 
they would be willing to share ea-h toy with the pictured child. On the ability 
measures participants were asked if they thought the pictured ^child w,in: 
(a) able to color, (b) able to sing, and (c) able to run. For the influence 
measure subjects were asked whether: (a)* their mother would want them to play 
with the pictured, child, (b) their teacher would want them to play with the' 
* pictured child, §nd (c) if \heir *frlt ^ds would want them to play with the 
pictureld child . , , ^ 

Each of the four measures was thus composed of three questions, answei;ed 
with either a yes pr a no* 'Yes responses weire scored as one and no responses ^ 
as zeroes J A total ^core on the measure was ^btained by adding scores for 
the three questions. / 

Following these four measures, children in the disability conditions' were^ 

asked several additional questions aimed at learning whether they understood 

the meaning of disability. The questions were: (a) Is there anything 

different about this boy/ girl? -(b) Tfait^is this? (Experimenter pointed to 

the wheelchair) (c) What is it^used for? (d)' Do you know anyone who uses a 

wheelchair? (e) Have you ever seen anyone use a wheelchair? .Subjects were 

♦ 

categorized as being aware of the mc ^ Ing of disability if they specified that 
the chair \ias a wheelchair, or some related naqe, 'and that it was used when a 
person's legs were hurt, broken, or in some other way not functioning. 



Resu?>t8 ■ . 

The first Issue ,to be exdmlncu w«s whether understanding of 'disability 

* * 

increased with age. Results of a chi ^square analysis (Table 1) indicated that" 
recognition of disability increase^: dranjatically with age (X^ « 12,00, p < •001), 
Only 16 percent of the three year olds were aware that the child i;as disabled, 
whtle 71 percent of the four year old*^ and 75 percent of the five y'eai: olds^. 
understood that the child^was handicapped* 



TAT^L^: 1 

Not Aware of Aware of 
Disability Disability Total 



3 year olds 10 2 12 

4 year olds 8 , * 20 28 

5 year olds^ 3 9 12 
Totals . ^21 ^ 31 52 



Chi Square » 11.937 



1^ 

Investigated next was whether there w^re differences in ratings of the 



able-bodied child and disabled child and whether these ratings varied ao a func- 
tion of perceived similarity. A 2x3 (Physical Condition x Interest Similarity) 
analysis of variance was performed. The two levela of physical condition Here 
able-bodied and disabled. The three levels of Interest similarity were similar 
interests, dissimilar interests and no interest information. No significant 
ualn effects or 'interaction effects were found on any of *the four measures. 
Ratings of the able-bodied child and df!.abled child in terms of liking, sharing, 
ability and influence did not vary significantly *with perceived similarity. \ 
, , An additional analysis was done to test for possible awaifeness of dis- 
ability effects. Children rating the disabled child were divrlJed into two 

J 
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groups, those aware^of the meaning. of disability and those unaware of the m^aninCj 
of disability* A 3x3 analysis of variance was then pe^ormed. Jn tfhis analysis 
physical condition had three levels: able-bodied condition; disa^^d condition, 
not ai^re of disability and* disabled condition, aware of disability. The 
three levels of similarity were similar .interests, dissimilar interests and no 



interest information. Results indicated nonsignificant ma^ effects or inter- 
im * ' / * * % 
action effects on the liking measure, sharing measure or influence measure. 

On the ability measure, however,' .there was/a significant effect of physical 

condition (f = 6.96^, p <^.6l). Using a dhi .square to examine scores on tjie 

' ' ' / 

individual i^ejisy of the ability measure, it was found that the '^to run" Item 
was largely responsible for the significant/ physical cpnditioti^ effect . Tnose 
in the disabled condition, aware of. disability, rated the handicapped child as 
unable to ruti. While childr^en in the disabled condition, not aware of 

disability, scored the disabled child as being able to run. 

\ 

DiscuBSion 

The data clearly indicate that th'e shift from lack^of unde3:s|anding of 

disability to understanding occurred between three and four yea^s of age. When 

shown the picture of the dlsable^hild and asked if there was anything 

• different, the tlirep year olds typically gave answers such as '*She has^blond 

hair,*' "Kis shire is^lue,^' "She is wearing sandels,'" or "Nothing is dlffe^jent." 

Even yhen the wheelchair was pointed to and named most of the three year olds 

could give no information about, its function. The children at thi^ age do not 

appear to be attending to the liisability related aspects o\ the picture, and 

when these were pointed out to them thfey seemed to have no real neaning for 

them. :^n contrast, the four yaar oli^ often answered that what was different 

was that the child was in a wheelchair. By this age they have learned come thing 

» ♦ 
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. » ^ ^ . ' 8 ' 

about J disability and were attending to At as a distinct . and important element. 
''''^Interestingly, knowledge about disability had no significant effect on 
V liking, willingness to share, or the child's perception of ot.her^'s desire for 

_ ^ hiraAi^i^ 'to play with /the handicapped child. Joining these results with 

. Richardson's (1970) f in^ng ,that first grade children have negative attitudes 
toward the disabJLed, it appears thit an awareness of disability occurs by age 
five but negative attitudes do not develop until scJpewhat later. Bel^Dre ,this 
interpretation is accepted, however, a methodological issue should be examined. 
The present research compared ratings given 'an able-bodied child with those 
given a disabled child. Children were not asked to choose ^jho they liked better. 
With a forced choice, or rank order procedure, prejudices -against th^ disabled 
may become evident. / ' % '^"^ ^ . 

Finally, the results indicated that degree of perceived similarity had no 
effect on ratings of the abl^-bodied chil9 or the dl^^ied ciiild^ This ig^t 

odds with evidence that perceived similarity influences fourth grade children's ^ 

' , . ' ^ ' ^ 

interpersonal attraction (Byrne And (Jriffitt, 1966). A couple of explanation^ 

can be offered. It is -possible that the manipulation of perceived similarity 

lacked strength. Only three interest^items Were used while previous research 

{ on the similar itytat traction model have used a larger number of items. 

> Alternatively, preschool children may just not b^^^^^ceptiblc to similarity as 



a de^erminant^if interpersonal attraction. Future research i^need^d tp 
evaluate these alternatives. _ ' , ^ ' 
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